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Abstract: This work reviews aspects of the disappearing
Uyghur foodways since the founding of the People’s
Republic of China in 1949 due to migrations,
modernization, and now, cultural genocide. Turkic
interconnections of culture, trade, and resettlement
through the centuries mesh tightly with the Symposium
theme of food and movement. The article holds no pretense
to exhaustively catalog Uyghur foods or dishes as they can
vary greatly within China and even more so throughout
the Uyghur communities abroad. The author spent
countless time cooking in kitchens and courtyards along
the Silk Road in Central Asia and much of the information
in the article is based on personal participation and
observation. The purpose of this article is to review the
historical reasons why the Uyghur diaspora is unusually
subdued in their cultural gatherings abroad. It also
proposes a global platform for digitally sharing Uyghur
foodways and cooking. Fearing for the safety of relatives in
Xinjiang or for personal reprisals against them by the
government of China, many Uyghurs are resigned to silent
support for cultural projects and focus on keeping
traditions alive privately only in their homes and within
tight communities.

[…] both the antiquity of movement of humans and
foods and the abiding importance of place [...]
deserve to be kept firmly in mind.
— Sidney Mintz 2008
Smokey flames dance below a massive cauldron of rice pilaf
inside a lush and luminous courtyard. Atop a glowing
brazier, the male host grills kebabs, bell peppers, tomatoes,
and onions grill. A nearby table displays an assortment of
flatbread, succulent melons, raisins, walnuts, and hot tea. A
mid-summer feast, yes, but nothing extraordinary in terms
of hospitality and daily life for the Uyghurs, a Turkic
people subsisting in a fast-developing region of the People’s
Republic of China (PRC).
Currently Uyghur foodways face severe threats through
modernization, marginalization, and migration. Beyond
the historical and political contexts presented here, most of
the cultural information was obtained through personal
and professional interactions with individuals from
Uyghur diasporas in Almaty, Bishkek, Istanbul, and
Washington, DC from 1989 to the present. Names have
been withheld for the safety of any relatives that may be put
in harm’s way by Chinese authorities. Although this article

employs ethnographic research methodology, this work
represents a reflective survey and analysis of Uyghur
diasporas with a focus on food, not a thorough review of
Uyghur foods and foodways in China and abroad. The
numerous citations listed in the work merely reinforce
conclusions of the researcher by validating and
triangulating data with a survey of the current literature.
As perspectives and tastes are diverse within Uyghur
communities, this article reviews ways to Uyghurs transmit
culinary and culture both within the diaspora community
and their adopted homelands.
Uyghurs, scattered throughout the sparse arable lands of
desert basins, fondly refer to their homeland in Central
Asia as East Turkestan. In 1955 China labeled this western
province the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region
(XUAR), meaning “new territory.” Among the least known
and most remote areas of the world, Central Asia occupies
the literal and figurative heart of Asia, with distant and dry
lands unfolding from Turkey in the West to Mongolia and
China in the East. Ancient trade routes skirted desert and
mountain, connecting region to region, village to town to
city, with the network of routes and passages collectively
referred to as the Silk Road. Turkic people of greater
Turkestan possessed a mutual affinity through cultural and
linguistic commonalities but did not consider themselves a
united nation or empire in the modern sense. An Islamic
identity served as the overriding unifying bond.
Central Asia experienced massive movement of peoples
and permanent migrations from the earliest times. In the
modern era, several population turnovers resulted from
encroachment, first by the Russian and Chinese empires,
and then again with twentieth century communist regimes
(Millward 2021). The modern Uyghur diaspora began as
early as 1870s, increased dramatically after 1955, and now
continues as many Uyghurs flee the region for brighter
futures. China is currently attempting to economically
develop the region and forcibly assimilate non-Han
Chinese minorities. This includes a recent push for
resettlement of ethnic Han Chinese from rural areas into
cities. In the last decade alone, upward to 250 million
Chinese have moved to newly built cities throughout China.
Who are the Uyghurs
By observing Islam and preserving their traditional
lifestyle in China, Uyghurs reject the atheism of Chinese
Communism and its goals of modernization and social
liberation. Uyghurs view southern Siberia as their
primordial homeland. By the eighth century CE, they had
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settled the oases ringing the Taklamakan Desert and
flourished economically and culturally thanks to their
merchant activities along the Silk Road. Uyghurs
facilitated trade and the diffusion of culture, at various
times adopting forms of Shamanism, Christianity, and
Buddhism, before ultimately embracing Sunni Islam in the
tenth century CE (Buell et al. 2020, Millward 2021,
Roberts 2020). Linguistically and culturally, they are
closely related to Uzbeks (Buell et al. 2020). Taken
together, Uzbeks and Uyghurs comprise almost half of all
Turkic peoples in Central Asia. Today, Uyghurs receive
little world sympathy compared to their Tibetan neighbors
to the south who share similar cultural repression at the
hands of Chinese communists. The turbulent history of
Xinjiang continues with Chinese administrators, police,
migrants, and laborers flooding the region since the 1960s.
While accurate statistics are difficult to attain, at the
beginning of the PRC in 1949, the Uyghur-Han split in
Xinjiang’s population was 75-7%; By 1982 it had changed
dramatically to 45-40% and by 2020, roughly 45-42%
(Roberts 2020). Uyghurs live manly in urban settlements,
and work as merchants, tradesmen, and farmers.
Uyghur Food
Geography and religion exerted unifying influences on
Central Asian culinary culture. Prolonged sunlight
intensifies the flavors of fruits and vegetables resulting in
sweeter melons, bolder vegetables and, more piquant chile
peppers. Real or imagined, the vibrant taste of home
ingredients is what many in the diaspora community
remember most vividly while eating produce in their new
country. Migrants fondly proclaim that nowhere but East
Turkestan is the water as sweet, the melons unrivaled, and
the cumin so exquisite. Islamic traditions around
hospitality and eating define the region. As a matter of fact,
Han Chinese people refer to Uyghur cuisine collectively as
“Muslim food,” using the word qīngzhēn which denotes a
combination of halal and Muslim. Well beyond dietary
law, Muslims revere food as a vehicle for the concept of
barakat, or divine grace (Tayob 2020). This manifests itself
through acts of generosity, kindness, and sharing by hosts
at mealtimes and during community celebrations. Lightly
seasoned Uyghur dishes paired with heartfelt hospitality
reflect the eastern, Islamic, as well nomadic influences of
meat and dairy on the region. Within China itself,
Uyghurs and other Muslims can safely assume that qīngzhēn
restaurants and cafes are free of pork and alcohol. Unfortunately,
throughout China there is a new movement afoot prohibiting
halal restaurants, food carts, and vendors from displaying
Arabic script or Islamic symbols. The suffocation of
non-Han culture is not only limited to Xinjiang.
The foodways of Turkestan illustrate the cultural
similarities and influences that connect Asia, Europe, and
Africa through the trade routes of the Silk Road. Defining
the essence or authenticity of regional cuisine is a fool’s

errand as identities, preferences, and definitions are all
contested notions. Culinary borders are fluid, and no
nation or people should claim sole provenance of a
collection of food preparations (King 2019). Yet food
writers and culinary nationalists regularly attempt to
codify cuisines (King 2019). Uyghur cuisine, though
assorted and illusive, remains recognizable with the
framework of regional Central Asian culinary culture. It is
closely related to Uzbek and Persian cuisines, particularly
with the central role of rice dishes, lamb, and flatbreads.
Despite the geographic diversity of the area, the cuisines of
the region possess many inherent similarities (Buell et al.
2020). From indigenous sheep, almonds, and apples to
culturally significant historic imports of tea, rice, and
cumin, the region produces high-quality ingredients that
shape its culinary character. The area offers divinely
flavorful melons, tomatoes, grapes, and dates. Noodles
(laghman) and rice pilaf (polo) appear in almost endless
variations and serve as sources of regional and familial
pride. Polo is served at main gatherings and celebrations
and laghman serves as true comfort food. Across the
diaspora, food and politics are inseparable. Many Uyghurs
recount making laghman noodles with their elders as a
moment of cultural importance for their collective
diaspora memories (Manadath 2021). (See Figure 1.)

Figure 1. Noodle maker, Tashkurgan,
Xinjiang, 1995. Photo by author.

Mahmud al-Kashgari’s Dīwān Luyāt at-Turk, an
eleventh century CE dictionary of Turkic languages
mentions Central Asian contributions to food, such as
manti (dumplings), kebabs, wheat porridge, and the
fermented milk products of yoghurt, ayran, and kumys. The
work also includes old Turkic poetry with dozens of
expressions related to food, ingredients, and health
(Kashgari 1985). He refers to pit cooking, grilling, and
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baking with earthenware pots. Flatbreads, pastries,
noodles, soups, gruels, and halva derived from grain are to
be expected from sedentary farming communities.
(See Figure 2.) That same century, ibn Sina chronicled
nutritional and humoral practices, which still influences
the diet of millions (Mack 2005). Combining Persian
humoral theory with traditional Chinese beliefs, Central
Asians consider individual foods and dishes to have either
hot, cold, humid or dry qualities, serving both medicinal
and nutritional functions. The key is to balance those
humors for optimal health.
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methods, Uyghur men prefer outdoor grilling with braziers
and woks for deep frying, stewing, and simmering. They
are also renowned for roasting whole lamb during festivals,
holidays, and familial gatherings. Street vendors and home
cooks alike prepare kewap (kebabs) over blazing coals, bake
bread (nang) and savory pastries (samsa) in tandoor ovens,
and finish dumplings in wooden steamers. (See Figure 3.)

Figure 3. Steamed buns, Kashgar Sunday market,
Xinjiang, 1989. Photo by author.

Uyghurs as a Threat in their Own Land

Figure 2. Tandoor bread nang, Aksu,
Xinjiang, 1995. Photo by author.

By the eleventh century CE Persian court cookery
inspired the major trade settlements along the northern
routes of the Silk Road (Lauden 2013). Not surprisingly,
Uyghur cuisine also incorporates several cooking methods
and tools from China, particularly wok cookery, steaming
techniques, and the use of chopsticks (Buell et al. 2020,
Wang 2015). Some traditional versions of Uyghur dishes
have become spicier in recent years, so complain the older
generations, following the influence of popular Sichuan
cuisine. Many writers reflexively attribute the origin of
Uyghur noodles (laghman) and dumplings to China.
Wheat, however, as the base ingredient of dough originated
in Central Asia millennia ago and recent archeological
evidence shows that Turkic noodles predate the Chinese
varieties (Dağyeli 2018, Spengler 2019, Wang 2015). While
the common restaurant dish of Spicy Beef Noodle achieved
contemporary fame in Lanzhou in northwest China,
numerous Chinese sources refer to Turkic wheat dishes
from the west that eventually became widespread
throughout China—hand-pulled noodles (lamien),
pancakes (shaobing) and wonton dumplings (hutun) (Wang
2015, 52-53). As for present-day representative cooking

Current news articles often depict Uyghurs merely as a
Turkic minority in China. To view them solely within the
context of a Chinese nation state distorts reality. While
there are roughly ten million Uyghurs in China, they
comprise less than 1% of China’s total population. Uyghurs
have resisted attempts at assimilation. Such efforts are
based on colonial aspirations to civilize those colonized,
yet never accepting them as equals (Roberts 2020). The US,
Canada, and Australia also share such episodes in recent
history with their indigenous populations. As a related
sidenote, another officially recognized Muslim minority in
China are the Hui, also numbering about ten million,
similar in size to the Uyghurs. Ethnically Chinese, the Hui
(or Dungans outside China) have adopted Islam but are
usually not as repressed like the Uyghurs because their
other elements of culture—language, dress, family names,
etc.) do not require complete assimilation to allay
nationalistic fears (Mack 2005).
Uyghur and Chinese Han cultures, however, have many
points of divergence. Uyghur is Turkic language and in
Xinjiang it is written with a modified Arabic script,
completely unintelligible to Mandarin speakers (Millward
2021). Uyghur men grow beards, women veil their heads
and do not shake hands. Following tenets of Islam,
Uyghurs observe halal food practices and abstain from
pork and alcohol. They prefer mutton and baked breads,
while Chinese commonly choose other animal proteins
and rice. Chinese generally express their contempt for
Muslim food and its people. The Han people even describe
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the smell of sheep as soo, a derogatory description meaning
reeking, putrid, rancid, sweaty, or sour (Wong 1975).
Linguistic, cultural, religious, and culinary practices are
not the overriding reasons that China is threatened by the
Uyghurs and attempts to control them. The Chinese
Communist Party harbors pressing economic and security
concerns for the region. The area boasts immense natural
resources such as oil, natural gas, coal, metals, and minerals,
not to mention pastureland, water resources and farmland
(Millward 2021, Wong 2014). Since the early 2000s China
has constructed railways, pipelines, and highways,
connecting Xinjiang not only to the capital, but China to a
wider world via Eurasia. The attacks in the US on
September 11, 2001, and the subsequent Global War on
Terror provided China with all the pretext it needed to
implement cultural genocide in the name of fighting the
Three Evils of terrorism, extremism, and separatism
(Roberts 2020). China asserts that Uyghur groups had links
with the Taliban in Afghanistan, and indeed, some ethnic
Uyghurs trained there. It is also true that some Uyghurs in
China and abroad clamor for independence.
Historical context
The PRC established firm control over Xinjiang in 1949
with the founding of the XUAR and tens of thousands of
Uyghurs and Kazakhs in Eastern Turkestan relocated to
the Soviet Union during the next decade. While accurate
numbers are difficult to determine, more than half a
million Uyghurs have been identified. The majority live in
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan with another
50,000 in Turkey. Many Uyghurs assimilated into the
dominant Russian culture during the Soviet era, adopting
the prevailing Russian language and customs. As Uyghur
foodways are similar to those in Soviet Central Asia, their
experience diverges greatly from the more recent diaspora
in areas outside the former Soviet Union. About 10-20,000
Uyghurs combined reside throughout Europe, US, and
Australia. (Kuşçu 2014, Reyhan 2012, Roberts 2020;). The
World Uyghur Congress, however, claims upwards to 1-1.5
million Uyghurs outside Eastern Turkestan (Amnesty
International 2020). Many of the recent groups, even in
cultural familiar areas like Turkey or Malaysia still
maintain a low profile to not attract attention from
Chinese authorities for fear of reprisal against their
families who remained in Xinjiang.
Food and identity in the Uyghur diaspora
In post-Soviet Central Asia, leaders supported, intensified,
or even invented national culture in the process of nation
building. The researcher even worked on national cookbook
projects in the newly independent Uzbekistan in the
mid-1990s despite competing priorities in the emerging
country. The history of a newly formed country required
new museums to be built and national literature to be

published by the state and collected in libraries (Mack 2005).
Cuisine followed the same nationalistic course, with food
articles and cookbooks defining national cuisine and
restaurants serving so-called authentic dishes. In modern
culinary terms, restaurants that serve national cuisine,
cookbooks that codify a national cuisine, and food festivals
and celebrations play into the process of nation-building and
national identity construction (King 2019, Spengler 2000).
Food plays a central role to sustain culture in a diaspora.
Western food narratives often view other cultures through
the lens of a modern restaurant menu—matching up the
appetizers, salads, entrees, and desserts of another land to
its European equivalents (King 2020, Spengler 2000). Or
non-native commentators share “foreign” food ideas with
their audience not from direct experience with that
cultural community, but drawing on information found in
cookbooks, websites, or other media that are designed to
promote or sell status, lifestyle, or commodities.
Nationalists in the modern era have chosen to express
their culture through food with cookbooks, restaurants,
gatherings and festivals, and multimedia presentations via
the web (Appuradai 1988). Many cultural groups clamor to
prove their culinary uniqueness and heritage with
representative cookbooks, culinary tourism, and
restaurants which purportedly offer a taste of the territory
(King 2019). China has capitalized on tourism to Uyghur
areas by bulldozing areas of Uyghur old towns and creating
sterile, Disneyfied approximations of Uyghur food
markets, shops and cafes from Xi’an to Kashgar. Especially
conspicuous in and around Muslim restaurants and
renovated Uyghur tourist streets are the displays of
Chinese flags, quotes and photos of Chairman Xi, as well
as communist slogans promoting ethnic harmony.
The goals and actions of the Uyghur diaspora vary
greatly, even within the same country. Opinions range
from preserving culture, to self-determination, to outright
independence for East Turkestan (Abdulbakieva 2020).
Uyghurs outside of China maintain foodways in a variety
of ways. Most meaningfully, diaspora communities come
together to prepare food during life events such as births,
weddings, and deaths, at meshrep and chai (for women in
Kyrgyzstan) gatherings, and larger celebrations such as tois
or during Islamic holidays, particularly Kurban Bayram,
the Festival of Sacrifice. Meshrep for men and chai for
women serve as cultural education with music, song, moral
instruction, and perhaps a religious component (Brophy
2016, Roberts 2004). Traditionally meshrep and chai were
hosted at homes, though some groups also meet at
restaurants if convenient and affordable. The meshrep can
also be part of forging bonds and a rite of passage for young
men while women plan for upcoming events and share
recipes during chai and has now evolved in the diaspora to
include Uyghur language training and passing on customs
to the younger generations.
Restaurants often are expected to play an outsized role
in the diaspora community. One food historian points to
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nineteenth century CE English and American tourists in
Paris as among the first to assume that, in some
inexplicable yet reasonable way, “national character”
revealed itself in restaurant dining rooms (Spang, 2000, p.
2). More likely, a diaspora owner opens a restaurant purely
for survival using the skills that they have in a new land.
Restaurants serving food of a particular cultural group can
also play into the process of identity construction.
Discussions with Uyghur owners of restaurants and their
patrons, as well as contemporary restaurant reviews portray
the restaurant as an attempt to keep Uyghur culture alive
or as a form of resistance to the PRC. For example, Dolan
Uyghur Restaurant in the US states as part of its founding
story that their mission is “cultural preservation and
dignity for the Uyghur people” (Dolan 2022). In other
words, restaurants serve as imperfect vehicles of culinary
“diplomacy for a people without a state” (Rathi 2018). At
its core, a restaurant is a commercial endeavor, and great
caution should be exercised in assigning significant
meaning to the menu, its authenticity, or cultural capital.
Uyghur culinary culture project
The conditions for the continued flowering of Uyghur
culture both in China and abroad appears bleak. At a
minimum their culture in the PRC is repressed. At worst,
we are witnessing genocide (Serhan 2020). Members of the
diaspora still desire contact with loved ones in another
land. However, distant hope remains that Uyghurs may
one day return to a homeland, much in the way that few
anticipated the demise of the Soviet Union. Others
continue to promote their culture and kinship ties as they
are able both within China and from abroad. Already in
the 1990s, Uyghurs created interconnected international
organizations in host countries and the web is an integral
part of this process (Reyhan 2012). Choice of language and
scripts are major obstacles for these cultural websites. There
is little interconnection amongst Uyghur websites because
information is presented in Uyghur, Russian, English, and
Turkish and a mix of Latin, Cyrillic, and Arabic script.
Efforts to connect Uyghurs abroad via social media include
such groups as The Tarim Network, People of East
Turkestan, Atlas Media & Design, and the Free Uyghur
Coalition. As yet, there is no widely accessible site
dedicated collecting and disseminating Uyghur culinary
heritage and knowledge.
As cooking is done in a Uyghur home by accomplished
women who learned from their female elders, it is still rare
for female home cook to consult a recipe or cooking
demonstration website. Most current Uyghur cooking
websites are purely for entertainment or commercial
purposes. Ideally, there could be the creation of a distinct
repository for Uyghur culinary culture taking
contributions from the varied and disaggregate diaspora
communities to project a collective Uyghur culinary spirit.
During the past few years, Uyghur chefs, scholars, and
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activists in Kyrgyzstan and the author of this article have
agreed to create and present foundational material about
Uyghur cuisine and culinary culture based on writings of
the Uyghur chef and laghman master, Rahkimzhan
Ushurov (Ushurov 1992).
In 1995, Chef Ushurov gifted his magnus opus on
Uyghur cuisine to the author of this article with the aim
that it would be published for a wider audience. That
promise ultimately led to the current plans to establish a
multi-media website with history, culture, definitions,
demonstrations, recipes, and ingredients of Uyghur
foodways in Russian, English, Turkish, and Uyghur. The
site will be compiled by chefs and scholars. A condensed,
printed version in Uyghur, Russian, and English will
follow from the digital content. For someone who has
spent decades studying Central Asian cuisine, the author is
forever indebted to Chef Ushurov who entrusted his life’s
written work on Uyghur culinary culture to an earnest
stranger and foreigner. This project also includes a review
of Kashgari’s Diwan lugat At-Turk and cataloging all
references to food for nourishment and healing with
attempts to tie it contemporary usages. The digital site will
be open for contributions and comment from the Uyghur
community at large. As is witnessed by the experience of
multiple cultural groups to new lands, the first generation
of emigres easily retains their cooking skills and
knowledge, while subsequent generations seek a repository
of culinary knowledge and lore as part of maintaining
memory and tradition.
Conclusion
The purpose of this work sketches out the cultural story of
similarities and constructed differences within the Uyghur
communities utilizing the major themes of intercultural
contact, identity, ethnicity, nostalgia, and authenticity.
Food and culture are regularly commodified and marketed
to the world as authentic. Identity, nationalism, and
ethnicity are all fluid and dynamic concepts, constantly
changing and adapting to new circumstances. The
direction of future Uyghur foodways research might be to
promote globalization of cuisine, or conversely,
nostalgically mourn the loss of traditional cookery in the
modern mad dash of production and efficiency, a la the Ark
of Taste project of the Slow Food movement.
To those outside the diaspora, restaurants and
cookbooks prescribe and codify how to make genuine
ethnic cuisine. On some level, both deliver heritage within
the context of global flows of tourism, media, and
advertising. In more cynical terms, restaurants
continuously parade the national or regional cuisine of the
moment, while cookbooks transform dishes from the
ephemeral to the eternal. When it comes to food and
foodways, in today’s world of multimedia, branding,
storytelling, and mythmaking, there appears to be little
variation in the vehicles that nations and ethnic groups
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employ to symbolize their identity through cuisine to the
outside world. Ultimately, we are limited by our own
conceptions and definitions of cuisine, cookery, and
hospitality. In many ways, we have been conditioned to
blithely read off a standardized and globalized menu for
culinary expression.
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